Introduction
============

Approximately 466 million people live with disabling hearing loss globally, including 34 million children, and most of these live in low- and middle-income countries.[@R1] Unaddressed hearing loss has a negative impact on language development, school performance, employment opportunities, psychosocial well-being and aspects of family life, with an estimated annual global cost to society of 750 billion United States dollars.[@R2] Hearing loss often goes unnoticed and unaddressed, and its impact has not been explored adequately in low- and middle-income countries.[@R3]^,^[@R4]

Early detection, treatment and rehabilitation are important to mitigate some of these negative effects and maximize functioning for affected individuals. In 2017, the World Health Organization (WHO) adopted a resolution on ear and hearing care that urges Member States to develop, implement and monitor screening programmes for early identification of ear diseases and hearing loss in high-risk populations, including infants and young children.[@R5] Ultimately, these initiatives contribute to the attainment of sustainable development goals 3 (that is, ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages) and 4 (that is, ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all). However, in many low- and middle-income countries there is a shortage of good-quality ear and hearing services,[@R6] and even when services are available utilization remains low.[@R7]^,^[@R8] At national and regional levels, data are currently lacking on the need for ear and hearing services that would help to advocate for, plan and implement these programmes.

Data on the prevalence and causes of hearing loss in sub-Saharan Africa are sparse.[@R9] In Malawi, a low-income country in southern Africa, there are two ear, nose and throat surgeons and three audiologists to serve a population of approximately 17.6 million people.[@R10] A single community-based study has reported that the prevalence of childhood hearing impairment is high in Malawi, with 32/279 (11.5%) of children aged 4--6 years having bilateral hearing loss of greater than 25 decibels (dB) hearing level.[@R11] Information on the broader impacts of hearing loss, referral uptake and the outcomes of treatment is lacking. Timely and regular follow-up of children with hearing loss is important, but often difficult to achieve in low- and middle-income countries.[@R12]^,^[@R13] To provide a more comprehensive assessment of the impact of ear and hearing disorders, treatment outcomes should focus not only on formal diagnostic assessments and treatment received, but also on holistic assessments of children, such as well-being and education inclusion.

Here we aimed to assess the outcome of children with ear and hearing disorders 3 years after initial diagnosis, in terms of referral uptake, treatment received and satisfaction with this treatment. We also aimed to assess the social participation of the affected children, specifically, their ability to make friends and communicate needs, and their enrolment at school.

Methods
=======

Study design and setting
------------------------

Our hearing impairment investigation was part of a larger population-based study to estimate the prevalence of hearing, visual, physical and intellectual impairment and epilepsy in children in Malawi by the key informant method.[@R14] The key informant method is a two-stage process including identification of children with impairments by key informants, followed by assessment of these children by relevant medical professionals at one of the 33 screening camps set up within the study area for the period April--November 2013.

We selected the two rural districts of Thyolo (Southern Region, 18 camps) and Ntcheu (Central Region, 15 camps) for our study to enable us to achieve the desired target population of 1 million people. These districts are located relatively close to Blantyre, the commercial capital of Malawi. Children were identified through this study could benefit from referral to the community-based rehabilitation facility in Ntcheu and the outreach and inpatient services provided in Thyolo by centralized centres in Blantyre (e.g. Queen Elizabeth Central Hospital), through links with the Christian Blind Mission and Malawi Council for the Handicapped.

We focused our longitudinal analysis on the population-based sample of children confirmed by audiologists at the screening camps as having a hearing impairment. Trained key informants interviewed parents or caregivers and completed questionnaires at baseline in 2013, and trained community health workers conducted the follow-up survey in 2016. Before the baseline survey, we conducted a comprehensive mapping of the available referral services through discussions with local stakeholders and service providers. This mapping was essential to ensure the availability of services needed to accommodate additional demand generated by the study.

Key informants
--------------

We selected a total of 500 literate key informants (250 per district) from existing pools of volunteers who work alongside health surveillance assistants, a formal cadre of community health workers in Malawi, to cover all the communities within the two districts. All key informants were trusted members within the community, but without formal expertise related to ear health and hearing.

We trained the volunteers in groups of approximately 25 key informants per session (holding 10 training workshops per district) at a 4--5-hour workshop that included disability sensitization, identification of key impairments (including hearing), methods for case finding and procedures for the screening camps. We delivered training using specially designed flipcharts and hand-out information sheets produced in the local language (Chichewa) that contained information and illustrations regarding the impairments to be identified (including hearing), and instructions on how to conduct case finding and complete the registration forms. We based these materials on those developed and validated by the International Centre for Evidence in Disability that were previously used in studies conducted in Bangladesh and Pakistan.[@R15]

In 2013, trained key informants identified children suspected of having a disability (including hearing impairment) by spreading the word through their daily activities and existing social and professional networks, and visiting the homes of such children. The key informants then referred such children to the screening camps for clinical investigation by a team of specialists, including ear, nose and throat practitioners and audiologists.

Screening camps
---------------

Using funding from the Christian Blind Mission, the College of Surgeons of East Central and Southern Africa Oxford Orthopaedic Link programme, Cure International UK, Fight for Sight and the Liliane Foundation, we set up screening camps at which children suspected of having an impairment could be assessed. Screening camps were usually open for a single 8--12-hour day, unless demand was sufficiently high for a second day. A single team of medical professionals, comprising up to three from each of the different specialities (orthopaedic clinical officers, ear, nose and throat clinical officers, audiologists, ophthalmic clinical officers, nurses, social workers and rehabilitation technicians), attended each camp in turn. This attendance was on a voluntary basis and additional to normal medical duties. To assist the team, we delivered a 1-day training course on the organization of the screening camps and clinical examination protocols. Field supervisors (a Malawi key informant method project coordinator and a researcher from the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine) attended the screening camps to monitor the quality of data collection and ensure consistency.[@R14]

On presentation at a screening camp, caregivers were asked a series of six questions to determine the type of medical assessment required. Audiologists used the WHO ear and hearing disorders survey protocol[@R16] in the assessment of children suspected of having a hearing impairment. Audiologists conducted otoacoustic emission tests for children aged 6 months--4 years, and hearing impairment was defined as failed otoacoustic emission screening in both ears. For children aged 5--18 years, we attempted to use pure tone audiometry with a KUDUwave 5000 audiometer (eMoyoDotnet (Pty) Ltd, Randburg, South Africa). Pure tone audiometry requires the active cooperation of the child being tested, however, and some children aged 5--18 years could not be tested in this way; we therefore performed otoacoustic emission screening on some children of age 5--18 years. We diagnosed a hearing impairment for a hearing level of greater than 25 dB in the better hearing ear averaged across the frequencies of 0.5, 1, 2 and 4 kHz. The categories of hearing impairment were defined as: mild, 26--40 dB hearing level; moderate, 41--60 dB hearing level; severe, 61--80 dB hearing level; and profound, over 81 dB hearing level.[@R17]

The audiologist referred all children with hearing loss or ear disease to ear, nose and throat services, while explaining to the parent or caregiver what the findings were, why a referral was appropriate, how the referral could be pursued and what would happen at the appointment.

Baseline survey
---------------

Key informants completed an initial questionnaire by interviewing the parent or caregiver. The covariates were guided by evidence from published literature,[@R18]^--^[@R20] and included sociodemographic variables such as age, sex, location, income group, school enrolment, whether the child had a speech impairment and the literacy of the parent or caregiver. Speech impairment was defined as a caregiver's response of "no" to "does the child have speech or vocalization?" (children aged \< 2 years) or "can the child say names of familiar objects or speak whole sentences?" (children aged ≥ 2 years). Any child whose speech was different from or poorer than other children of the same age as reported by the caregiver was also categorized as having a speech impairment.

Follow-up survey
----------------

In 2016, we conducted a follow-up of all the children originally identified as having a hearing impairment in 2013. We requested the assistance of key informants in tracing relevant children in their respective villages, using baseline data including the child's name, age, sex, village of residence, contact number if any, and names of next of kin and relevant key informants. Our research assistants and the key informants worked together with community health workers in each of the relevant villages.

We delivered a 1-day training course to community health workers in tracing the children and administering a questionnaire to parents or caregivers during a home visit. The questionnaire included referral status (whether a referral was made and uptake of referral), treatment received and satisfaction with this treatment, ear and hearing status at follow-up (self-reported; caregivers were asked the question "Does he/she have difficulties in hearing sounds, such as people's voices or music?"), speech and language difficulties, and participation outcomes. Participation outcomes were linked to the framework of the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health for Children and Youth,[@R20] and measured using ability to make friends (d750, forming relationships) and communicate needs (d310, communicating with-receiving spoken messages; d315, communicating with-receiving nonverbal messages), and whether they were enrolled at school (d820, school education). In this case, school included primary- (for children aged 6 years and older), secondary- and university-level education.

We maintained contact with community health workers by mobile telephone text, assisting where children could not be traced. We also assessed loss to follow-up, defined as those who could not be traced 3 years after initial identification.

Data management and analysis
----------------------------

We entered all baseline data into an Access database (Microsoft, Redmond, United States of America). We double-entered 722/7220 (10.0%) of the forms and compared these to verify the quality of the data entry. We entered follow-up data into an Excel spreadsheet (Microsoft). We undertook data cleaning and analyses using Stata version 15 (StataCorp LCC, College Station, USA). We investigated the associations between children achieving an outcome (referral uptake, well-being and inclusion, and school enrolment) in terms of sociodemographic characteristics, such as literacy of caregiver, income group and whether the child had a speech impairment. We calculated odds ratios (OR) and 95% confidence intervals (CI) for the associations using a multivariate logistic regression model with stepwise backward selection. To reduce the chance of missing variables that could be relevant, a liberal *P*-value of 0.20 or less was chosen for inclusion in the model; factors that did not contribute to the model (*P* \> 0.20) were eliminated to calculate an adjusted OR (aOR).

Ethics
------

We obtained ethical approval from the College of Medicine Research Ethics Committee, Malawi and the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. All parents gave written consent for inclusion in the study. If caregivers were illiterate, then the information sheet was read to them and they gave consent by thumb print. Caregivers were informed that participation in the study was voluntary, that refusal to participate would not affect any medical care they would receive and that they could discontinue participation at any time.

Results
=======

Of an estimated 15 000 children suspected by key informants as having either a hearing, visual, physical or intellectual impairment or epilepsy, 7220 (48%) attended one of the 33 screening camps. The key informants identified 2903 children as having a suspected hearing impairment, which was confirmed by audiologists in 752 children. Three years after baseline, we traced 307 (40.8%) of these children ([Fig. 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}). There was no significant difference between the groups included at baseline and at follow-up, except that children aged 15--18 years were slightly more likely to be included in the follow-up (OR: 1.7; 95% CI: 1.1--2.8), demonstrating that those followed up were relatively representative of the baseline group ([Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}). At baseline, 159 out of 310 (51.3%) of the children with hearing loss who underwent pure tone audiometry had moderate to profound hearing loss, and the remainder had mild hearing loss ([Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}).

![Numbers of children identified as having a hearing impairment by key informants in 2013 and traced to follow-up in 2016, Malawi](BLT.18.226241-F1){#F1}

###### Sociodemographic characteristics of children identified with hearing impairment at baseline in 2013 and traced for follow-up in 2016, Malawi

  Characteristic as recorded at baseline   No. at baseline   No. in follow-up (%)   OR (95% CI)
  ---------------------------------------- ----------------- ---------------------- ----------------
  **Total**                                **752**           **307 (40.8)**         **NA**
  **Age at baseline, years**                                                        
  0--4                                     169               63 (37.3)              Reference
  5--9                                     264               98 (37.1)              1.0 (0.7--1.5)
  10--14                                   210               91 (43.3)              1.3 (0.9--2.0)
  15--18                                   109               55 (50.5)              1.7 (1.1--2.8)
  **Sex**                                                                            
  Female                                   342               137 (40.1)             Reference
  Male                                     410               170 (41.5)             1.1 (0.8--1.4)
  **District**                                                                       
  Thyolo                                   444               176 (39.6)             Reference
  Ntcheu                                   308               131 (42.5)             1.1 (0.8--1.5)
  **Degree of hearing loss**                                                        
  Mild                                     151               66 (43.7)              Reference
  Moderate                                 138               63 (45.7)              1.1 (0.7--1.7)
  Severe to profound                       21                13 (61.9)              2.1 (0.8--5.4)
  Bilateral otoacoustic emission failure   442               165 (37.3)              
  **Causes of hearing loss**                                                        
  Ear infection                                                                     
    Yes                                    510               205 (40.2)             0.9 (0.7--1.3)
    No                                     242               102 (42.1)             Reference
  Impacted wax                                                                      
    Yes                                    250               97 (38.8)              0.9 (0.7--1.2)
    No                                     502               210 (41.8)             Reference
  Sensorineural                                                                     
    Yes                                    188               78 (41.5)              1.0 (0.7--1.5)
    No                                     564               229 (40.6)             Reference
  **Speech impairment**                                                             
  Yes                                      179               73 (40.8)              1.0 (0.7--1.4)
  No                                       573               234 (40.8)             Reference

CI: confidence interval; NA: not applicable; OR: odds ratio.

Of the 307 children included at follow-up, 184 (59.9%) were reported by the caregiver as having been referred to the district hospital at the original screening camp. Approximately half (102, 55.4%) of those referred to the district hospital reported that they had attended the district hospital for their referral. After eliminating non-significant variables (sex, whether enrolled in school, whether a speech impairment, income and degree of hearing loss), referral uptake was lower among children living in Ntcheu district (aOR: 0.4; 95% CI: 0.2--0.8) and among those with caregivers who were illiterate (aOR: 0.5; 95% CI: 0.2--0.9). Uptake was higher in the older age groups of 15--18 years (aOR: 3.5; 95% CI: 1.2--10.2; [Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}). Regarding intervention or treatment given, only nine patients received hearing aids, 15 underwent surgery and nine received special needs education. The caregivers of 63.6% (21/33) of the children who received any treatment reported that they were satisfied.

###### Sociodemographic characteristics of children with hearing impairment whose caregiver reported referral uptake, Malawi, 2013 and 2016

  Characteristic as recorded at baseline   No. referred to district hospital (*n* = 184)   No. (%) who attended hospital (*n* = 102)   cOR (95% CI)     aOR (95% CI)^a^
  ---------------------------------------- ----------------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------- ---------------- -----------------
  **Age, years**                                                                                                                                         
  0--4                                     38                                              17 (44.7)                                   Reference        Reference
  5--9                                     55                                              29 (52.7)                                   1.4 (0.6--3.2)   1.1 (0.5--2.8)
  10--14                                   56                                              31 (55.4)                                   1.5 (0.7--3.5)   1.7 (0.7--4.2)
  15--18                                   35                                              25 (71.4)                                   3.1 (1.2--8.3)   3.5 (1.2--10.2)
  **Sex**                                                                                                                                                
  Female                                   80                                              39 (48.8)                                   0.6 (0.3--1.1)   NA
  Male                                     104                                             63 (60.6)                                   Reference        NA
  **District**                                                                                                                                           
  Ntcheu                                   93                                              42 (45.2)                                   0.4 (0.2--0.8)   0.4 (0.2--0.8)
  Thyolo                                   91                                              60 (65.9)                                   Reference        Reference
  **School enrolment**                                                                                                                                  
  Yes                                      112                                             61 (54.5)                                   0.8 (0.3--1.9)   NA
  No                                       22                                              13 (59.1)                                   Reference        NA
  Not of school age^b^                     50                                              28 (56.0)                                   NA               NA
  **Speech impairment**                                                                                                                                 
  Yes                                      46                                              30 (65.2)                                   1.7 (0.9--3.5)   NA
  No                                       138                                             72 (52.2)                                   Reference        NA
  **Illiterate caregiver**                                                                                                                              
  Yes                                      61                                              25 (41.0)                                   0.4 (0.2--0.8)   0.5 (0.2--0.9)
  No                                       111                                             70 (63.1)                                   Reference        Reference
  Not recorded                             12                                              7 (58.3)                                    NA               NA
  **Income group, MWK**                                                                                                                                 
  ≤ 12 000                                 165                                             89 (53.9)                                   0.4 (0.1--1.4)   NA
  \> 12 000                                15                                              11 (73.3)                                   Reference        NA
  Not recorded                             4                                               2 (50.0)                                    NA               NA
  **Degree of hearing loss^c^**                                                                                                                         
  Mild                                     41                                              24 (58.5)                                   Reference        NA
  Moderate                                 45                                              26 (57.8)                                   1.0 (0.4--2.3)   NA
  Severe to profound                       6                                               4 (66.7)                                    1.4 (0.2--8.8)   NA
  Bilateral otoacoustic emission failure   92                                              48 (52.2)                                   NA               NA

aOR: adjusted odds ratio; CI: confidence interval; cOR: crude odds ratio; MWK: Malawian Kwacha; NA: not applicable.

^a^ After eliminating non-significant variables (sex, whether enrolled in school, whether a speech impairment, income and degree of hearing loss).

^b^ School age is defined as 6 years or older. 

^c^ Categories of hearing loss are defined as: mild, 26--40 dB hearing level; moderate, 41--60 dB hearing level; severe to profound, 61 dB hearing level and greater.

Note: Children were referred in 2013 and followed-up in 2016.

Of the 307 children included at follow-up, whether the child had difficulty making friends or communicating needs was not recorded for eight and six children, respectively. Children experiencing difficulties making friends was reported by 10.0% (30/299) of the caregivers. After eliminating non-significant variables (age, sex, district, income and degree of hearing loss), children enrolled at school were less likely to report difficulty making friends (aOR: 0.2; 95% CI: 0.1--0.6), while children were more likely to experience difficulty making friends if they had a speech impairment (aOR: 6.3; 95% CI: 2.3--17.4) or an illiterate caregiver (aOR: 3.1; 95% CI: 1.1--8.7; [Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"}). Children having difficulty communicating needs was reported by 35.6% (107/301) of the caregivers. After eliminating non-significant variables (age, sex, illiterate caregiver, income and degree of hearing loss), having difficulty making friends was negatively associated with school enrolment (aOR: 0.2; 95% CI: 0.1--0.6) and living in Ntcheu (aOR: 0.4; 95% CI: 0.2--0.7), but more common among children with a speech impairment (aOR: 4.4; 95% CI: 2.1--9.2).

###### Sociodemographic characteristics of children with hearing impairment whose caregiver reported their difficulty making friends or communicating needs, Malawi, 2016

  Characteristic as recorded at baseline   Difficulty making friends (*n* = 30)               Difficulty communicating needs (*n* = 107)                                                            
  ---------------------------------------- -------------------------------------- ----------- -------------------------------------------- ----------------- -- ----- ----------- ----------------- ----------------
  **Age, years**                                                                                                                                                                                    
  0--4                                     63                                     6 (9.5)     Reference                                    NA                   63    24 (38.1)   Reference         NA
  5--9                                     95                                     7 (7.4)     0.8 (0.2--2.4)                               NA                   96    37 (38.5)   1.0 (0.5--2.0)    NA
  10--14                                   88                                     9 (10.2)    1.1 (0.4--3.2)                               NA                   90    28 (31.1)   0.7 (0.4--1.5)    NA
  15--18                                   53                                     8 (15.1)    1.7 (0.5--5.3)                               NA                   52    18 (34.6)   0.9 (0.4--1.9)    NA
  **Sex**                                                                                                                                                                                           
  Female                                   132                                    11 (8.3)    0.7 (0.3--1.6)                               NA                   134   44 (32.8)   0.8 (0.5--1.3)    0.4 (0.2--0.7)
  Male                                     167                                    19 (11.4)   Reference                                    NA                   167   63 (37.7)   Reference         Reference
  **District**                                                                                                                                                                                      
  Ntcheu                                   126                                    12 (9.5)    0.9 (0.4--2.0)                               NA                   128   30 (23.4)   0.4 (0.2--0.6)    0.4 (0.2--0.7)
  Thyolo                                   173                                    18 (10.4)   Reference                                    NA                   173   77 (44.5)   Reference         Reference
  **School enrolment**                                                                                                                                                                              
  Yes                                      180                                    13 (7.2)    0.2 (0.1--0.4)                               0.2 (0.1--0.6)       181   59 (32.6)   0.2 (0.1--0.5)    0.2 (0.1--0.6)
  No                                       30                                     10 (33.3)   Reference                                    Reference            30    21 (70.0)   Reference         Reference
  Not of school age^e^                     89                                     7 (7.9)     NA                                           NA                   90    27 (30.0)   NA                NA
  **Speech impairment**                                                                                                                                                                             
  Yes                                      70                                     19 (27.1)   7.4 (3.2--17.2)                              6.3 (2.3--17.4)      73    43 (58.9)   3.7 (2.1--6.5)    4.4 (2.1--9.2)
  No                                       229                                    11 (4.8)    Reference                                    Reference            228   64 (28.1)   Reference         Reference
  **Illiteratecaregiver**                                                                                                                                                                           
  Yes                                      107                                    13 (12.1)   1.3 (0.6--2.9)                               3.1 (1.1--8.7)       107   37 (34.6)   0.9 (0.6--1.5)    NA
  No                                       169                                    16 (9.5)    Reference                                    Reference            171   63 (36.8)   Reference         NA
  Not recorded                             23                                     1 (4.3)     NA                                           NA                   23    7 (30.4)    NA                NA
  **Income group, MWK**                                                                                                                                                                             
  ≤ 12 000                                 262                                    24 (9.2)    Reference                                    NA                   265   89 (33.6)   Reference         NA
  \> 12 000                                24                                     5 (20.8)    2.6 (0.9--7.7)                               NA                   23    13 (56.5)   1.5 (0.6--3.6)    NA
  Not recorded                             13                                     1 (7.7)     NA                                           NA                   13    5 (38.5)    NA                NA
  **Degree of hearing loss^f^**                                                                                                                                                                     
  Mild                                     65                                     7 (10.8)    Reference                                    NA                   64    18 (28.1)   Reference         NA
  Moderate                                 59                                     5 (8.5)     0.8 (0.2--2.6)                               NA                   61    15 (24.6)   0.8 (0.4--1.6)    NA
  Severe to profound                       11                                     3 (27.3)    3.1 (0.6--15.0)                              NA                   11    7 (63.6)    3.0 (0.9--10.5)   NA
  Bilateral otoacoustic emission failure   164                                    15 (9.1)    NA                                           NA                   165   67 (40.6)   NA                NA

aOR: adjusted odds ratio; CI: confidence interval; cOR: crude odds ratio; MWK: Malawian Kwacha; NA: not applicable.

^a^ Data not recorded for eight children.

^b^ After eliminating non-significant variables (age, sex, district, income and degree of hearing loss).

^c^ Data not recorded for six children.

^d^ After eliminating non-significant variables (age, sex, illiterate caregiver, income and degree of hearing loss).

^e^ School age is defined as 6 years or older. 

^f^ Categories of hearing loss are defined as: mild, 26--40 dB hearing level; moderate, 41--60 dB hearing level; severe to profound, 61 dB hearing level and greater.

[Table 4](#T4){ref-type="table"} shows that 29.5% (72/244) of the school-aged children were not enrolled at school. After adjusting for non-significant variables (district, whether a speech impairment, income and degree of hearing loss), factors associated with lack of school enrolment were being in the two older age groups (10--14 years, aOR: 4.8; 95% CI: 1.9--12.1; 15--18 years, aOR: 28.6; 95% CI: 10.3--79.6), being female (aOR: 2.4; 95% CI: 1.2--4.8) or having an illiterate caregiver (aOR, 2.1; 95% CI: 1.0--4.1).

###### Sociodemographic characteristics of school-aged children with hearing impairment who were not enrolled at school, Malawi, 2016

  Characteristic as recorded at baseline   No. of school-aged children   No. (%) not enrolled at school   cOR (95% CI)        aOR (95% CI)^a^
  ---------------------------------------- ----------------------------- -------------------------------- ------------------- -------------------
  Total                                    244                           72 (29.5)                        NA                  NA
  **Age, years**                                                                                                              
  5--9                                     98                            8 (8.2)                          Reference           Reference
  10--14                                   91                            26 (28.6)                        4.5 (1.9--10.9)     4.8 (1.9--12.1)
  15--18                                   55                            38 (69.1)                        25.2 (7. 6--83.5)   28.6 (10.3--79.6)
  **Sex**                                                                                                                     
  Female                                   107                           39 (36.4)                        1.8 (1.0--3.2)      2.4 (1.2--4.8)
  Male                                     137                           33 (24.1)                        Reference           Reference
  **District**                                                                                                                
  Ntcheu                                   107                           39 (36.4)                        1.8 (1.0--3.2)      NA
  Thyolo                                   137                           33 (24.1)                        Reference           NA
  **Speech impairment**                                                                                                       
  Yes                                      54                            20 (37.0)                        1.6 (0.8--2.2)      NA
  No                                       190                           52 (27.4)                        Reference           NA
  **Illiterate caregiver**                                                                                                    
  Yes                                      85                            30 (35.3)                        1.6 (0.9--2.8)      2.1 (1.0--4.1)
  No                                       139                           36 (25.9)                        Reference           Reference
  Not recorded                             20                            6 (30.0)                         NA                  NA
  **Income group, MWK**                                                                                                       
  ≤ 12 000                                 212                           62 (29.2)                        Reference           NA
  \> 12 000                                22                            8 (36.4)                         1.4 (0.6--3.5)      NA
  Not recorded                             10                            2 (20.0)                         NA                  NA
  **Degree of hearing loss^b^**                                                                                               
  Mild                                     65                            28 (43.1)                        Reference           NA
  Moderate                                 63                            23 (36.5)                        1.3 (0.6--2.7)      NA
  Severe to profound                       13                            4 (30.8)                         1.7 (0.6--6.2)      NA
  Bilateral otoacoustic emission failure   103                           17 (16.5)                        NA                  NA

aOR: adjusted odds ratio; CI: confidence interval; cOR: crude odds ratio; MWK: Malawian Kwacha; NA: not applicable.

^a^ After eliminating non-significant variables (district, whether a speech impairment, income and degree of hearing loss).

^b^ Categories of hearing loss are defined as: mild, 26--40 decibels (dB) hearing level; moderate, 41--60 dB hearing level; severe to profound, 61 dB hearing level and greater.

Discussion
==========

Less than half of the children identified with a hearing impairment at baseline were traced 3 years later, showing that mechanisms are needed to improve follow-up in the community. However, those lost to follow-up had similar baseline characteristics to those that were included at follow-up, reducing the potential for selection bias. Possible strategies to improve follow-up could include improving parental involvement and working together with established community structures, such as traditional leaders.[@R21]

Another challenge highlighted was the relatively low referral uptake, particularly for girls and younger children. Our results showed that referral uptake was higher among children living in Thyolo than in Ntcheu. Both districts are rural and poor, but Thyolo is closer to Blantyre, meaning children from Thyolo may have better access to health professionals and services than children from Ntcheu.

Another study in Malawi also showed that uptake of referrals was low among children with a hearing impairment, and reported that barriers include geographical accessibility, availability of services, affordability of transport and indirect costs, and acceptability (dependent upon knowledge and information about referral).[@R8] To increase the availability of services in Malawi, the ear, nose and throat lead at the College of Medicine and colleagues developed and initiated relevant services and the training of clinical officers who are now serving in different districts of the country, including Ntcheu and Thyolo.[@R22] Other potential interventions that could improve uptake of referrals include increased awareness of ear and hearing disorders, and the provision of transport and outreach services.[@R23] Our findings suggest that illiteracy of the caregiver is an important predictor of lack of referral uptake and low participation outcomes in children with hearing impairment. For interventions in children with hearing loss to be effective, they should therefore be appropriate, timely and family-centred, and undertaken through an interdisciplinary approach (e.g. involving both traditional leaders and community health workers).[@R24]

As expected, many children with hearing loss had speech impairments and difficulties communicating their needs. Communication defines us and underlies our ability to function in the world. The ability to communicate effectively is essential for living independently, pursuing personal goals and interests, performing social roles and functions, maintaining personal and familial relationships, making decisions, and exercising control over quality of life and care.[@R25] Our results show that children with communication difficulties were less likely to be enrolled at school and more likely to experience difficulties making friends. One way of improving speech or vocalization in children with hearing loss is the provision of speech therapy services, of which there is a shortage in sub-Saharan Africa; training programmes are needed to fill this gap.[@R6]

Our findings that one third of the school-aged participants were not enrolled at school are consistent with previous published studies showing that children with disabilities are less likely to attend and progress through school.[@R18] However, children with hearing loss also have a right to education and should be encouraged to enrol in schools as part of the inclusive education strategy. Teachers in schools should be made aware of the needs of children with hearing loss, and the impact this disability has on a child's ability to make friends and communicate needs. However, information is lacking as to what works best to improve educational outcomes among children with disabilities.[@R26] These challenges are set against wider concerns about access to schooling in Africa. In Malawi, about 1.5 million out of 3.7 million (about 40%) of the children do not go beyond primary school education.[@R20] This general pattern may explain our findings that older children with a hearing impairment were particularly unlikely to be enrolled at school.

Our study has limitations. We did not investigate school enrolment or participation outcomes in a comparison group of children without hearing loss. Furthermore, outcomes such as educational inclusion and difficulties making friends were recorded subjectively, and information from school records and exam results were not included. We did not develop mechanisms to make a link between the children seen at the screening camp and those seen by the ear, nose and throat specialist at the hospital, or obtain ethical approval for making this connection. This link would have been difficult to make without including additional mechanisms, as children often have multiple names and cannot be traced by name alone. Finally, the follow-up questionnaire was administered by a community health worker, raising the possibility of a positive-response bias for service satisfaction even though the health worker was not connected to the ear, nose and throat services.

Our study also has strengths, including the 3-year follow-up, the large cohort identified by our key informants and that children were recruited from the community rather than the clinic, improving the generalizability of the results. We used the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health for Children and Youth framework to assess outcomes, therefore looking holistically beyond functional status alone. With poor outcomes, in terms of referral uptake, social inclusion and well-being, for children with a hearing impairment in Malawi, more widespread and holistic services are required.
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